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The three major nuclear power station meltdowns have been in politically 
powerful countries: Japan, the United States, and the Soviet Union. Yet, do the 
consequences of these accidents affect the rich and powerful only? With the 
Chernobyl accident, now located in the Ukraine which was not part of Russia and 
hence occupied, it would seem to be an obvious no. The consequences of Russian/
Soviet domination over the Ukraine outlast the fall of the Soviet Union or current 
military Russian military conflicts. These consequences lie in radioactive waste at 
the Chernobyl facility that will likely be there for thousands of years.
 Since mining of materials for nuclear power, the production of nuclear power, 
and disposal of radioactive spent fuel often occur in remote regions of powerful 
nation states or in globally oppressed countries, this book review will look at two 
books that explore the consequences of nuclear power outside of areas hosting 
nuclear power stations or nuclear accidents. Gabrielle Hecht’s Being Nuclear: 
Africans and the Global Uranium Trade (2012) explores uranium mining in the 
context of neo-colonialism and race in Southern Africa (uranium is mined for fuel 
used in nuclear power plants). Valerie L. Kuletz’s The Tainted Desert: 
Environmental and Social Ruin in the American West (1998) explores a similar 
process as Hecht’s book, albeit within the United States: uranium mining and 
nuclear testing on or near Native-American land. Both of these books thus extend 
the notion of how nuclear power harms people well beyond the notion of nuclear 
power-station accidents to include globally oppressed people. At the same time, 
these books use substantial evidence to support theories about how oppressed 
people being harmed to help more powerful countries is not a natural coincidence 
based on naturally occurring distributions of resources in oppressed peoples’ land, 
国研紀要148（2016.10）：225‒232
－226－
国研紀要148（2016.10）
but rather culturally and politically decided.
 Being Nuclear and The Tainted Desert examine how the disastrous costs of 
nuclear power are covered up in racially oppressed communities. For example, 
Being Nuclear analyses miners in Namibia, Madagascar, South Africa, and Niger, 
most of which are black people from African countries. Lung cancer produced by 
radon in uranium mines was not monitored because of a lack of machines, a 
disinterest amongst colonial officials, a contemporaneous lack of scientific 
evidence in international studies, or post-World War II multinational mining 
companies finding ways out of international regulations (Hecht 2014). What is 
important for Hecht’s analysis is a convergence between medical discrimination 
and supposedly neutral, objective scientific knowledge. In contrast to Western 
Enlightenment era ideas of scientific knowledge as leading to a democratic 
society, the incompleteness of scientific studies, which had some basis in minimal 
safety regulations for a racially oppressed group, was manipulated by mining 
corporations to deny racially oppressed and colonized people physical well-being. 
The sum total is that the impacts of radiation exposure on black workers’ health 
have been ignored or marginalized through supposedly neutral scientific terms, 
even though it is likely that many black workers died of cancer because of nuclear 
mining. This mining supported economies and militaries of wealthy countries 
outside of Africa.
 As Hecht mention these abuses were committed in then-colonial mining 
contexts, such as French mining companies in 1950s Congo (now the Democratic 
Republic of Congo) and apartheid-era South African countries mining in black 
Southern African countries, and post-Apartheid era South African companies 
mining in Southern Africa. Hence, the issue of racism cannot be dismissed. 
Moreover, as Hecht mentions, African countries’ links to the global nuclear arms 
trade, seen in reactions to the possibility of Niger selling uranium to Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq, were treated more seriously as a threat to international peace than 
non-African countries’ involvement in nuclear proliferation (2012, 2–3). Hence, 
there is a double-standard where the impact of nuclear mining on black workers in 
Africa is negligible, but the potential impact of African countries profiting from 
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trading uranium on global mining on non-African peoples is taken as a security 
threat. This shows a racist devaluation of black peoples’ lives in the nuclear 
market.
 Kuletz’s Tainted Desert explores a similar silence about the impact of nuclear 
mining and testing on the health and well-being of Native-Americans in the 
Southwestern region of the United States. For example, organizations wishing to 
expose the consequences of nuclear activities in the American West have had to 
rely on their own studies (Kuletz 1998, 56). This has required activists not only to 
speak a different discourse than they may be used to, but also to master extremely 
complicated scientific and legal terminology in order to be considered relevant in 
government-held debates (28). Native-Americans have been able to successfully 
do this, but important contributions by Native-Americans that do not speak this 
way are treated as “anecdotal evidence” (28) and hence dismissed from scientific 
discussions. In fact, as with cases in Africa mentioned by Hecht, many aftereffects 
of radiation on peoples’ health are difficult to trace using mainstream scientific 
methodology given the possibility of other causes of cancer and thus described as 
“preliminary” in scientific reports subsequently determined to be inconclusive and 
hence irrelevant (Kuletz 1998, 28).
 For both Hecht and Kuletz, the way nuclear things are interpreted differs 
significantly and helps cover up oppressive relations of racism. Hecht uses a term 
“nuclearity” to argue that it is not simply the material consequences of nuclear 
things which are important, but rather scientific and technical interpretations that 
vary by culture and politics (2012, 14–15). Put into context, the presence of 
nuclear things receives a different significance depending on whether such things 
are controlled by black people from Africa or Europeans, an argument about how 
racism affects the politics of nuclear things. Similarly, Kuletz contrasts the 
“Euroamerican scientific discourse” which promotes environmental destruction, 
with a Native-American discourse that sees people as more embedded in the 
landscape (Kuletz 1998, xvi). Nonetheless, Kuletz also adds the factor of natural 
environments into this discussion. In particular, these two cultures often differ 
because Euroamerican scientists see the U.S. Southwest desert as empty land that 
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is not productive and hence the perfect place to test nuclear weapons and store 
nuclear waste, whereas Native-Americans often see the desert as a sacred place 
and do not always see humans as having the right to destroy and dominate nature. 
It should be noted that the latter representation is not an idealization of Native-
American culture as emerging from the natural world rather than human cultural 
development (227) or always meaning that all Native-Americans refuse to 
participate in the nuclear industry. What Kuletz does is to include Native-
American voices into the debate over nuclear materials in the American West.
 While Being Nuclear provides ample evidence of how global racism, 
colonialism, and neo-colonialist practices impact black workers in Africa, Hecht 
does not assume that Africans have no involvement in managing the uranium 
industry. Mining and selling uranium on international markets was not simply 
done to Africans, African countries at times actively participated in these markets. 
The African countries, Gabon and Niger used uranium resources for “expressing 
postcolonial sovereignty” (Hecht 2012, 115). Gabon used uranium to establish ties 
in O.P.E.C. with Iran (139). Niger used its uranium resources in negotiating 
strategies during conflicts with Libya and sold uranium to countries that the Non-
Proliferation Treaty disapproved of to gain needed revenue (140).
 Both books illustrate how racist representations of marginalized people are used 
to make areas seem fit for nuclear sacrifice. In Hecht’s work, uranium mining in 
Africa occurred not only within the power imbalances characteristic of 
colonialism, but continued with colonial style cultural representation of Africa and 
Africans. First of all, uranium mining began under colonialism in African 
countries such as Madagascar, evolved from other mining industries in South 
Africa, and was part of Namibia’s struggle for independence from South Africa 
(Hecht 1998, 14). However, the process of decolonization that began after World 
War II did not lead to a global acknowledgment of black people from Africa as 
equal to non-Africans. Instead, racist stereotypes continued to circulate through 
fictional media. These stereotypes helped to subtly reinforce Africa as a place 
populated by people whose resources needed to be controlled by white Americans 
and Europeans. In Western popular culture uranium mining was framed as a 
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struggle between the supposedly civilized Western countries and supposedly 
backwards African cultures (16–17). Hecht mentions a 1954 comic book called 
Jungle Action where a white hero defends Africans who cannot understand 
uranium and the danger posed by “Reds”, i.e. Soviets (17). Hence, in a symbolic 
way, the presence of uranium is used, in cultural texts, to make it seem that white 
people should have still been in control of Africans and their land despite the fact 
that European colonialism in Africa was ending. All scenarios assume that black 
people from Africa and their land exist only for the benefit of European and 
American countries.
 Similarly, Kuletz explains how Native-American ways of speaking are ignored 
in favour of scientific discourse. Native-American discourse, often based on oral 
communication, is ignored because of its difference with scientific discourse, 
based on written texts. In particular, Kuletz contrasts the Southern Paiute and 
Western Shoshone’s use of “mythological knowledge” which uses metaphors that 
can change meaning which conflicts with “scientific knowledge” that always has 
to test and refine its “metaphors” (1998, 236). What is important here is not a 
simple contrast between Native-American knowledge based on orality and 
scientific knowledge based on writing. Rather it is that both use metaphors. In 
fact, as Kuletz explains, scientific knowledge about ecosystems does not operate 
free from bias (the development of ecosystems science was tied up with U.S. 
military (252) and nuclear science for nuclear waste disposal was tied up with 
political agendas that were not scientifically provable but instead politically 
useful) (273–74). As Kuletz mentions, the development of ecosystems ecology by 
Eugene and H. T. Olden and others after World War II (252) which was linked to 
“experimental studies in nuclear science” (247), with its emphasis on closed 
interrelated organisms and places was scientifically tested in part by tracing 
radioactive elements as they moved through ecosystems in American deserts 
following nuclear tests (260).
 Both books are about specific regions, the African continent, and the American 
Southwest, but nonetheless attempt to extend their conceptual findings beyond the 
specificity of place. Hecht mentions Australia as the only country in the world 
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where uranium mining was actively opposed in a “mass protests” (2012, 287) and 
explores indigenous peoples protests against uranium mines in The United States 
and Canada which were not as influential to large scale protest groups (289). 
Kuletz mentions meeting with Native-Americans and Japanese hibakusha, white 
Americans of a variety of different political and religious affiliations and activists 
from other countries (1998, 154–155). Both books thereby go beyond regional, 
area studies foci to include the possibility for including other people, places, and 
situations that may be explained using the books’ concepts.
 While there is a regional focus in both books, the authors also contend 
somewhat with the problem of writing about a region as a unified field. Hecht 
focuses on African uranium mining, yet the countries mentioned in Being Nuclear, 
such as Gambia, Niger, South Africa, and Zambia, have different relations to 
nuclear production, politics and markets. Tainted Desert while focusing on the 
United States only, contends with similar problems. Kuletz writes about a variety 
of different Native-American peoples, who like Africans, are often lumped 
together during mainstream discussions into a simplistic category despite 
significant cultural and political differences. Moreover, Kuletz’s book, which is 
largely about the Yucca Mountain in Nevada, also discusses a variety of states 
such as New Mexico, Arizona, California, and Nevada which have differing 
policies on nuclear materials but are conceptually and politically linked by the 
U.S. military presence and U.S. Federal scientific nuclear testing and waste 
disposal in the region and uranium mining. The U.S. military presence renders the 
space international since, as Kuletz mentions, U.S. national security plays a big 
part in excusing the nuclear destruction of land in the U.S. Southwest.
 Both books show the cultural decisions that obscure the harm visited upon 
oppressed people by the production of nuclear materials. These materials are often 
used elsewhere and in the case of nuclear power seen as clean and less 
environmentally harmful than fossil fuels, save a small amount of high-profile 
nuclear accidents. Both books show the discursive construction of these power-
relations all the while focusing squarely on political power. Therefore, they do not 
create neo-liberal thought where a focus on culture obscures broader questions 
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about political violence and political economy. While analysing different identity 
groups, both books are exceptional in focusing on race rather than technical or 
scientific aspects of nuclear power. However, it would have been interesting if 
Hecht had spent more time exploring traditional relations to nature in African 
countries to determine if these relationships impacted attitudes toward nuclear 
mining.
 Both books study specific regions, but also focus to varying degrees on 
international networks of uranium trade, consumption, and waste disposal. This 
focus on the international aspects is at times thin, but both authors invite the 
possibility of other studies based on concepts from their book. In as much as their 
cases provide concepts applicable to other situations, these books provide a 
starting point for studies about uranium mining and nuclear production in other 
times and spaces. Hecht’s work, exposes limits to the effectiveness of international 
regulations that do not always guarantee anything better than corrupt national 
policies or international policies with too many loopholes to be effective (2012, 
32–34 and 278–279).
 The abovementioned situations show that a lot of taken-for-granted categories, 
regional, local, etc. do not quite determine the harm visited on people outside of 
comfortable urban centres. Rather, violence in the form of racism and related 
techno-scientific discourses make it seem natural that certain places and people, 
often from different racial and national backgrounds, as Kuletz (1998, 8) 
mentions, bear the brunt of nuclear production. To say this is a departure of many 
studies on nuclear power that often focus on the consequence of nuclear fallout 
from meltdowns or scientific aspects of nuclear power. The technical and 
scientific findings of these studies may be necessary and helpful, yet issues of 
racism are quite often absent in academic studies thus obscuring an important 
variable in how decisions about nuclear power are made. Therefore, Being 
Nuclear and Tainted Desert make significant contributions to the study of nuclear 
energy which help readers conceptualize an important power dynamic that 
sustains the violent aspects of producing fuel for nuclear power. Both books are 
also significant because they analyse mining practices which illuminates 
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consequences of nuclear power that are more common than nuclear meltdowns. 
Focusing on environmental racism and uranium mining may help readers consider 
how a form of fuel that nobody would want to be near has been created so 
consistently. These ideas also help readers understand the consequences of nuclear 
power, even during the safest operating conditions. Rather than being clean energy 
that helps reduce global warming, nuclear energy comes from uranium which is 
not clean when mined and fuel that cannot be safely disposed of. Nuclear power 
can spread cancer even without a nuclear meltdown.
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